Undergraduate students have almost zero background and knowledge of people and ideas in the history of economics. They have heard of Smith and Marx, but they have no idea what they actually wrote. This is true even if the student is an economics major. Thus, while the level of the course does affect the level of sophistication of the content delivered, even a senior economics major will be exposed to ideas and concepts not covered before.
Reading Material
Books and reading assignments are the backbone of every course. For the history of thought, you may choose from a textbook, a scholarly trade book, a reader, or your own collection of original work. Of course, you can combine these different types of readings. Examples of each type with links enabling easy access to more information are available in the Excel workbook, HOTResources.xls at <www.wabash.edu/econexcel>. Download this file now from the web site or email barretoh@wabash.edu and request this file.
The SalesRanking sheet in HOTResources.xls shows that the most popular HOT textbooks, at this time (January 2007) A traditional textbook is a safe choice if you are new to the history of economics. Much of the work has been done for you and you can be confident that students will be familiar with the usual textbook style, including definitions, sidebars and boxes, and summaries of key terms. Bethune [1992] limited his review of HOT texts to traditional textbooks, but a history of economics course is particularly suited to using a variety of readings. You can easily spice up your course with more entertaining material than a textbook. What can be called the scholarly trade book is a more lively, engaging reading experience than the textbook.
It is a trade book because it is sold through bookstores and mass marketed, but it is academic in tone and quality. What does a "market system" really mean? It is obviously more than simply trading. Your HOT course may be the only place an econ major learns about Marx or discusses the future of capitalism.
Helpful Links
Join the History of Economics Societies email discussion group at <eh.net/mailman/listinfo/hes> and directly ask for advice from historians of economics.
The HES list has a searchable archive with messages dating back to 1995.
Visit the Nobel Prize in Economics web site at <nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/economics/>. Autobiographies, acceptance speeches, and video are a treasure trove for lecture ideas, reading assignments, and student papers.
Stigler's Nobel Prize lecture explicitly tackles the role of the history of economics and other laureates reflect on a wide range of issues, such as the source of creativity and where they see their place in economics.
The Social Science Research Network has a subject area in the history of economics at <www.ssrn.com/link/history-of-economics.html>.
These links and other useful online resources are available in the Links sheet in
Conclusion
Bateman [2002] argues that the history of economic thought is alive and well in the undergraduate economics curriculum, but the long run outlook is troubling. Since graduate programs are not producing economists specializing in the history of economics or even offering HOT courses at the graduate level, it is unclear who will teach HOT to undergraduates. Bateman's solution is to reform graduate programs.
What we need is a new kind of graduate education that prepares new graduates to do the jobs that they are hired to do: teaching undergraduates. . . . This is not a utopian dream. In fact, from where I sit, it is a very pragmatic piece of advice that I offer to my colleagues in the graduate programs to help them help themselves before they find themselves out of the business of preparing people for academic careers teaching undergraduates. Bateman [2002, 30-31] I see the situation differently. There will be no reform in graduate education (in economics or any other field). Increasing specialization, rising levels of technical skills, and ever narrower training will continue. Increasingly, the undergraduate History of Economic Thought course, which will remain a viable elective in the curriculum of most four year colleges and universities, will be taught by a non-historian of economics. This person will come to the undergraduate HOT course needing guidance in the basic options available. This paper and its supporting HOTResources.xls file provide a first step in constructing a popular, pedagogically sound undergraduate HOT course.
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